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Applied Theatre in South Africa

KAT
In his opening address for the first annual Africa Research Conference on Applied Drama and Theatre, Warren Nebe, the director of Drama for Life​[1]​, rejected Philip Taylor’s description of applied theatre as a peculiarly Western approach, arguing instead that ‘applied theatre is part of African Theatre’ (2008). Would you agree with this viewpoint, and is applied theatre the right term to use?

CHATI
I agree with Warren, in the sense that most of the applied theatre arts forms we use are rooted in African performance forms and rituals. I believe that most applied drama methodologies are an adaptation of African traditional rituals for a contemporary Africa. The processes which are used at the beginning of projects can be ritualised. For example in traditional storytelling sessions, people sit in a circle and the storyteller begins with certain chants to capture the attention of the audience. In most of the processes we start with similar approaches, to capture the audience’s attention and to invite them into the make-believe world. When people are asked to get into the circle, they are asked to take off their shoes or wash their hands; these are symbolic gestures which are meant to bring them together into an intimate community. The term ‘applied theatre’ is the right term for this context, because the processes are about the application of drama and theatre techniques to bring about social transformation in real life contexts, as opposed to their use in the fictitious world of theatre. We take the art forms which the participants know, drawing from popular theatre approaches and the use of music and dance, and adapt them for the purpose of the project; but we are not making theatre as such. This is perhaps different to the western perspective regarding applied theatre; what we emphasise in applied theatre is the engagement in the process.

KAT
I would disagree with the idea that we are ‘not making theatre as such’. I think that we make different kinds of performance and celebrate artistry and theatre-making in different ways in diverse settings. Having worked in the UK, South Africa and Tanzania, I know that there is a commitment by many practitioners both to creating strong engagement in the process, as well as creatively collaborating with the participants, and to seeing where the practice and the playing leads us. That said, there is also sometimes a keen emphasis on the ‘applied’ nature of the practice, the need to address certain ‘social ills’, or creating work in response to a perceived lack of something. So following that idea, why is applied theatre important in a Southern African context? Why, for example, was Drama for Life set up?

CHATI
My experiences as a student in Zimbabwe’s banking system of education and my recent work and research in the field of applied theatre prompted a particular regard for the importance of experiential learning. I realised that this is the most ideal form of art for Africa, considering the nature of infrastructure we have in Africa, where the majority of the people do not have easy access to conventional theatres. For example, the Soweto Theatre​[2]​, the first purpose-built theatre in Soweto, the largest township in South Africa, struggles to get an audience despite the fact that it is surrounded by schools and very few of those learners have ever been to the theatre. The point which I am making here is that, yes, it’s important to have such infrastructure for making theatre, but I don’t think that it is as effective as the applied type of work that we do in all spaces, in schools, in community halls, and in the streets. The applied form of theatre is the most ideal form of theatre for Africa because it is appropriate for the current social, economic, political and cultural context. Applied theatre is used to address prevailing social challenges, using public spaces which are freely accessible to the poor majority who cannot afford tickets at commercial theatres. Applied theatre forms redress power issues that were instituted by colonial systems. 

And this brings me to the question you asked: why we do what we do as Drama for Life. There are many theatre institutions or community theatre groups who have been working using a mixture of the theatre for development (TfD) model and conventional theatre forms for the past 25 years in HIV/AIDS interventions with very limited impact. The 2006 SADC​[3]​ Appraisal Mission concluded that the work produced by these theatre groups caused more damage instead of mitigating the impact of HIV/AIDS, because they were not trained to understand the sensitivity of the health issues that they were dealing with, particularly stigma around HIV and AIDS. Drama for Life was born out of that context and we created an academic programme which trains practitioners and actors, who have been using the form to engage in HIV/AIDS education..


Considering the Form & Impact of Applied Theatre
 
KAT
I have been thinking about the form of applied theatre. I jubilated when Warren stated applied theatre was African theatre, because the joy of the practice for me is its particular responsive nature to the performance possibilities found in the space or with different participants. Yes, applied theatre can be used as an application or with an interventionist and instrumental bent, however it works best I think when it is about play, being playful and creatively collaborating. For example, in 2003 when I worked with a group of 50 learners in Sibasa in Venda on a project exploring what safe sex and HIV/AIDS meant to them, the young people brought their own performance forms to the space. Throughout the two months, there was a desire to play and be playful with multiple performance forms, moving between jazz singing and melodrama to Tshivenda dances and music. In contrast working in Dar es Salaam, I found the theatre practice in response to HIV or about AIDS awareness to be very structured, almost formalised at times, perhaps following a particular TfD approach. I noticed that the Tanzanian young people I worked with needed more encouragement to play with different forms or consider including their own performance forms.​[4]​ Yet despite different forms of performance, responsive play and playing did happen for both. I think that when we avoid emphasising a particular model applied practice and work without the need to bring about significant and visible changes, we work in a way which is responsive to who is in the space. Such an approach also enables different ideas to emerge, ones which perhaps were not in the original plan – and that is what is exciting for me and hopefully also for the participants. What about for you – what is your interest in applied theatre? What is it that occurs in the moment of engaging in an applied theatre project – why does it work?

CHATI
When I completed my Honours Degree at the University of Zimbabwe in Theatre Arts, the kind of work we did with children at CHIPAWO Trust​[5]​ was looking at the use of theatre as a tool for education and development in and out of schools. I began to realise the power of arts in education. It took me a long time to understand what Robert McLaren, the director of CHIPAWO, was doing but one thing that he kept saying throughout our work was ‘in our work, what matters is the process, not the product’. We had festivals and we had theatre productions, some of which we took to international children’s theatre festivals, but core to CHIPAWO philosophy was the process of developing those plays with the students. Now, looking back, I realise that the focus was on training children to understand their context through the arts. The arts became a way of knowing, a way of interrogating their existence and their context. The interrogation process and the engagement through drama allowed them to develop the confidence and the assertiveness to be able to challenge things – they would not just do things. The process challenged the banking concept of education in a big way, because they were really asked to engage with that.

KAT
I think that feeling you have the power to question or the feeling of being able to question is particularly important. You have noted how you observed the young people having that experiential moment where they could learn to investigate their own environment – could you expand on this? What do you think happens in the process of making theatre?

CHATI
One of the key outcomes of the drama processes is about understanding the self before understanding the context. Participants are asked to explore their surroundings or their context; they are taken through the process through different drama techniques, games and storytelling. So the growth starts with the self before they move to interpersonal. I think that is where the strongest shift for me happens. Once they understand themselves, the moment that they engage with other people, they are engaging with respect, with understanding that they are dealing with beings that have their own needs, feelings, passions, and their own understanding of the world. There is a careful engagement with the other and themselves. It is hard to provide concrete proof but children who have gone through the CHIPAWO Programme are different from those who have not.

KAT
How are they different?

CHATI
I don’t know how to put my finger on the actual thing. We have yet to develop tools to monitor and evaluate the impact of applied theatre programmes. I think we need such tools because applied theatre also interfaces with education, development sociology and economics where measurable outcomes are used to measure the impact and therefore justify financial investment. But, in short, the engagement of a child who has taken part in arts education is somehow is different. There’s a level of sensitivity; an understanding which takes away a lot of assumptions in the engagement. 
KAT
I wonder if we need new tools or methods of evaluation? Applied practice in the field of health is particularly beholden to the impact and value agenda, although there remains a significant emphasis on monitoring and evaluation for much practice in South Africa, particularly for government or NGO-funded work. I feel that developing new methodologies for evaluation would become another tool or outcome that the practice would need to be measured by, rather than developing a language or approach which learns to acknowledge what is happening in the space. We do not need to make new ways of describing the changes we may or may not observe. Yet, there is that difficulty of articulating precisely ‘what it is’. I struggle with that exactly, saying ‘how’ it works. For me, part of it is suddenly a deepening of the questioning process, or a deepening reflection and the conversation suddenly reaches a new level – or a more theoretical or embodied level. The participants are talking about these interesting, challenging things, which beforehand they were discussing but perhaps in a more superficial manner. Rather, we need to celebrate the individuality and joy of creating and being – it is different for each person, they each make and take their own value. For me, this is art-making in its essence – we cannot all have the same response, if we had we would be robots and we are not! I think here also lies my discomfort when applied theatre is spoken about in terms of creating social transformation. While I can see how those significant changes could be linked back to the moment of participating in a theatre process, I am more interested in how we are describing those moments of engagement. You and I both have difficulty in naming that impulse or that compulsion to question or that ability to feel able to ask or challenge an idea. For me, that is the most important ‘outcome’ that can emerge from the practice, but it is also distinct for each individual.

I am also conscious of a particular history within TfD, applied theatre or even theatre for social change within a Southern African context where in the past much theatre has been ‘applied’ to a particular group of people in order to ‘transform’ or improve people’s lives. What is your view on the matter? Is applied theatre different in a Southern African context? Or in asking that very question are we setting up a cultural bias?

CHATI
My understanding from reading and sharing experiences with other applied theatre practitioners is that the growth of TfD ran parallel to mainstream theatre during and after the colonial era. During the colonial era it was used as an awareness and educational tool to ‘civilise’ and ‘educate’ the ‘natives’, and this was described by Chris Odhiambo as the “theatre of the oppressor” (2011). TfD continued to evolve in the postcolonial period in the hands of Ngugi wa Thiongo and many other African practitioners, but it still retained elements of “theatre of the oppressor” and hence raised the need for a new paradigm. Applied theatre, drama therapy, and drama in education, which are being championed by Drama for Life, recognise TfD but transcend it to embrace other forms of applied drama, like playback theatre, drama in education, drama therapy, theatre of the oppressed, theatre in education, and theatre as activism. The current applied theatre paradigm places emphasis on redressing existing asymmetrical power relations established by colonialism. The paradigm is largely influenced by post-colonial theories and concepts of renowned scholars like Frantz Fanon as articulated in The Wretched of the Earth, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, Ngugi wa Thiongo’s Decolonising the Mind and Moving the Centre and Achille Mbembe’s On the Postcolony.

KAT
Indeed, I am reminded of Mbembe’s critique of the field of culture and development, in which he argues, firstly, that the relationship between Western cultural funding agencies and local artists are fundamentally flawed; and, secondly, this relationship has escaped scrutiny by the Global South (2009 & 2010). We have discussed this comparison with applied theatre, before, but do you think that applied theatre is now being ‘applied’ to social problems in South Africa without scrutiny? 

CHATI
I completely agree with Mbembe’s assertions about the Global North-Global South funding and power dynamics, and how they distort culture and development interventions in Africa. Indeed this area has escaped scrutiny from the Global South for fear of losing funding, but the actual practice of applied drama has not escaped scrutiny. The Drama for Life Africa Research Conferences from 2008-2014 and publications that have emerged out of these conferences are evidence of the scrutiny that has been given to the practice. 


Challenges, Training & the Future

KAT
In November 2014, the South African government’s Culture, Arts, Tourism, Hospitality, and Sport Sector Education and Training Authority (CATHSSETA) identified 43 areas which required critical intervention in terms of training and professional development, however applied theatre was not named as one of them. As we have discussed previously, this omission means that there is both a lack of advocacy for applied arts and, crucially, a lack of critique of the overemphasis on economic imperatives at the expense of social and cultural values. In essence, we could argue that applied theatre appears to be poorly valued by the South African government. Thus, what are the biggest challenges facing the field of applied theatre in South Africa?

CHATI
Outside the University, Drama for Life’s work is about advocating for the use of applied drama and creating partnerships with relevant stakeholders in education, in health, in the NGO sector, and relevant departments in the corporate world. And we still have a lot of work to do as applied drama practitioners to convince prospective clients and stakeholders to understand how the form works, for them to engage in a meaningful way, and to convince them to invest. Not just to pay R2,000 for a two-hour performance; rather to encourage them to see that the engaged and sustained community-based practice is an important component of the work. So, my passion has grown to beyond just the process, I am really passionate about creating a context where key stakeholders understand how the form functions.

Secondly, I am conscious of training. Applied theatre is the use of a wide range of drama and theatre techniques and methodologies to achieve a specific set of objectives in given contexts in education, social development, health, politics, and commerce. The application of these drama and theatre techniques requires special training. Considering the interdisciplinary nature of applied drama approaches, a ‘one stop shop’ integrated training in applied theatre, drama therapy and drama in education model is the way forward. Drama for Life championed the establishment of a comprehensive ‘three-pillar’ Applied Drama and Drama Therapy postgraduate programme. The programme harnesses the power of teaching and learning, research and community engagement in drama and theatre, drama therapy and drama in education to facilitate social transformation. It is interdisciplinary as it harnesses the power of arts, culture, sociology, psychology, and education, which are in conversation to generate knowledge and thus transform communities. 

The other point I wish to make is about the complex context in which we operate in South Africa and also the complexity of the relationships between Drama for Life as an implementing agent and the funding organisations. My perception is that the funding organisations are not eager to consider the historical contexts, namely slavery, colonialism and apartheid. The impact of those three damaging historical processes was deep, yet most of the funders do not want dwell on dialogue about the colonial history. If we do not address or acknowledge that history then we may never understand some of the challenges which may affect the impact of applied drama. We need that acknowledgment; otherwise you are putting a plaster on the wound without really addressing the wound. 

I always want us to create a common understanding of the context in which arts for social transformation is applied. It is a difficult conversation, but it’s a conversation that needs to happen. The politics of the arts and culture is really important, because those politics affect the supposed beneficiaries. The power relations that occur between governments in the Global North and the Global South affect the implementing agencies and the targeted communities. At the end of the day, because of the power politics, the community ends up suffering. Maybe not suffering, but they will get the crumbs…

KAT
They’re getting the superficial engagement and it’s lacking that cultural acknowledgement.

CHATI
Yes, cultural acknowledgment. Sometimes I feel if we fail to deal with the Global North- Global South politics, we end up paying lip service to partnerships with the communities that we are supposed to serve. We don’t have the time – a lot of the time is spent in negotiations and doing the paperwork. And a lot of resources are taken up there. We end up leaving a very small percentage to benefit – and we end up leaving very limited time to impact the communities. A lot of time is spent in the negotiation of relationships.

KAT
I completely agree with you regarding the need to better understand and acknowledge the complex cultural environments in which we work. As a field, we also need to more openly debate the flawed funding relationship between the Global South and the Global North and consider how it influences our work. I believe we also need to consider how the practice of applied theatre and ‘outcomes’ that may result from it are being framed by others, and how we ourselves are framing our practice. We need to acknowledge and critique the pressure of impact and consider what may be the potential side effects of the aspirational qualities that applied theatre sometimes has. Part of this could come through a challenging of the neo-liberal agenda that applied theatre practice can sometimes ascribe to, but also through more honestly and openly naming the intentions of our practice: avoiding a transformational rhetoric, naming why we work in the settings we do and acknowledging the reciprocity of the process, that we are also enriched and rewarded by the process.


Thank you, Chati.
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